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This Instagram star's debut novel smothers hot-button issues in sticky, syrupy writing, says Blanca Schofield 


'Life is short, dump them." A few years ago, whenever a friend was telling me about the latest stupidly 
unthinking thing their boyfriend had done, | would unleash this maxim or, alternatively: "It's a wonderful day 
to dump him". | cannot claim to have come up with these epigrams. They were coined by a different woman 
born in 1998 the influencer, artist and bestselling writer Florence Given. 


For those ill versed in Instagram personalities, let me offer some enlightenment. A self-professed feminist, 
Given went viral in 2018 for starting a petition to cancel the "fat-shaming" (and just terrible) Netflix series 
Insatiable. She then attracted masses of Instagram followers with her bright illustrations and pop feminist 
phrases. It may not be wholly original but her message of rejecting the male gaze struck a chord with 
women plodding along in unsatisfying relationships. 


So when she published her first book in 2020 a non-fiction feminist treatise aimed at her younger self, called 
Women Don't Owe You Pretty she sold 500,000 copies, spending 28 weeks on the Sunday Times bestseller 
list. Bedrooms across the country were peppered with Florence Given merchandise, from prints to tote 
bags, as she became an unquestionable It girl. 


Until crisis struck. In December 2020 


Chidera Eggerue, another Instagram feminist influencer (online she's known as theslumflower), accused 
Given of plagiarising her ideas. Other damaging allegations followed. Once a frequent poster, Given went 
silent online, riding out the risk of cancellation. Eventually, she resurfaced and her influencer life continued. 
She started a feminist podcast (Exactly. With Florence Given) and now she has written her debut novel, 
Girlcrush, billed as "a dark feminist comedy". 


From the first page, we are launched into the mind of Eartha (a name Given uses to make unfortunate puns, 
such as "you're so down to Eartha"). She's a 25-year-old Wonderland (ielnstagram) artist plagued by eco 
anxiety, money problems and her repulsive, alcoholic boyfriend, Matt (whom, at times, she refers to as "my 
penis"). Thankfully, she promptly dumps the penis when she realises that he slept with another woman, 
Phaedra, and that she is bisexual and has a crush on her too. 


Then, after a video monologue she posts about these revelations goes viral, Eartha becomes an influencer 
overnight although it turns out that internet fame is not fun. She has to deal with a controlling manager, 
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promotion deals for £130 tracksuits that say "bitch, please" across the bum, and followers who leave 
comments such as: "Bestie, that plant in the background needs watering.” 


These details do provoke a giggle but, ultimately, Girlcrush is little more than slapstick. Eartha "fists [a] 
cocktail glass and sucks the froth off each finger", and pleasures herself on a bike. There are even 
"director's notes" dotted randomly through the book. Everything is IMMEDIATE, emphasised. Eartha doesn't 
merely feel sad but "like a crushed bag of cheap crisps"; a bad relationship is "like an ill-fitting sweater" even 
a coaster that falls awkwardly is "like a rocket's discarded engine". 


It's Carrie Bradshaw's columns in Sex and the City on steroids. Or a GCSE exercise on using as many 
similes as possible. | did finally reach my limit with: "I've been chewing over the idea of a date with her like a 
stick of juicy strawberry bubblegum." But then | thought, it's time to lean into this book, adopt the style. 
Maybe | don't drink water but gulp it, like an elephant reaching a little lake in the desert. I'm not writing this 
review but pouring it out like rosé from a decanter. 


The problem is, these extra images distract from the insight into young womanhood and influencer culture. 
How can | focus on the risk of Eartha slipping full-time into the metaverse if there are crisps and bubblegum 
flying at my imagination? 


Given knows about the dangers of social media better than most people and presents them in their 
dystopian light in Girlcrush. She dissects the all-consuming minefield built on likes and selfies, a world 
described as "co-ordinated misogyny wrapped in a dazzling bow" (although, of course, she is relying on 
social media to promote the book so much for her protagonist's desire to raze it to the ground). But topical 
themes and an intermittently gripping plot cannot make up fully for the fundamental problem with this book: 
the gluey, syrupy, sticky writing a style Eartha would say is like an overripe peach. 


Girlcrush by Florence Given Brazen, 320pp; £16.99 
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